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. A citizens commission will soon

present proposals for preventing
So_nbnn mmm abuse by mo@:aam.

HE CrTIzENS' Commission on Jail

Violence has spent the better

part of this year listening to testi-

~mony and reviewing thousands

of documents, and soon it will

propose fixes for the problems it has identi-
fied. It faces a dauntingtask. .

For starters, the commission must de-

y cide whether reform of the long-troubled
-county jails is possible under Sheriff Lée Ba-

ca, who has emerged in the testimony as an
out-of-touch figure overly reliant on his com-
mand staff. The sheriff has proved ineffec-

" tive, at best, at running the jails. He blames

his staff for keeping him in the dark about
inmate abuse and other misconduct by dep-

-uties, yet despite repeated complaints over a

period of years, he hasn’t held anyone ac-
countable or made significant staff changes.

 He failed to file inmate complaints in
the personnel records of deputies accused of
misconduct, making it nearly impossible for
such evidence to be used by inmates in crim-
inal defense trials. Although Baca says he's
taken steps to reduce abuse in recent
months, there’s no way to know whether
the reduction will continue once he and his

jails

office are out of the spotlight,
The commission should also consider

, Whether the current department structure

makes sense in a county as vast as Los Ange-
les, Can a single sheriff manage the largest
Jail system in the nation as well as providing
public safety to dozens of cities and unincor-
porated areas? One suggestion that has
been made is to split the department and
hire an independent corrections expert to
run the jails with the help of professional
guards; the expert might report to the sher-

'iff, or directly to the county Board of Super-

visors. The sheriff would retain full authority
over patrols, with deputies assigned to the
streets instead of working as jailers, which
they weren’t trained to do. s
Some have suggested that the commis-
sion look to the Los Angeles Police Depart-
ment — whose chief is not elected ‘but ap-
pointed by the mayor and reports to a civil-
lan oversight board — as a model for change,
But that would require amending the state
Constitution. And if that were to happen,
who would select the sheriff? The Board of
Supervisors doesn’t have the best track
record of overseeing troubled departments.
The questions facing the commission are
tricky ones, but clearly, change is needed, We

'hope the commission’s work leads to real, ef-

fective and lasting reforms rather than half-
measures that accomplish little or pages of
proposals that gather dust on a shelf in the
county Hall of Administration.
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AST WEEK, the Citizens’

Commission on Jail Vio-

lence issued a report

sharply critical of my de-

partment with regard to
violence - at the Los Angeles
County Jail. But the report ne-
glected to mention a number of
important initiatives my manage-
ment team and I have put into
place since allegations of prob-
lems at the jails surfaced. These
measures have resulted in a
record low use of force in county
jails in recent months.

Here are just some of the initia-
tives investigators neglected to
mention in their report to the jail
commission on Friday. .

‘When the American Civil Lib-
erties Union first raised allega-
tions of excessive force being used
by deputies, Ilaunched a full-scale
investigation into each and every
one. Because allegations and an-
ecdotes are not the same as facts,
it was important to discover what
was true, and I think that when
these investigations are com-
pleted, which I believe willbe soon,
the public will be surprised by the
factual findings.

ButIhavenot waited forthere-
sults of that investigation to take
action to improve the jails. AfterI
heard about the excessive force al-
legations, one of my first steps was
to meet with more than 100 in-
mates and listento their concerns.
The captain of Central Jail, along
with key managers and deputies,
was present for this town hall-
style meeting. At the meeting, in-
mates were encouraged to express
their concerns about excessive
use of force, mistreatment and
disrespect, and they were assured
there would be no reprisals for
their remarks,

What we heard primarily were
complaints about small things:
soap, shower time, family visits,
telephone usage, temperature,

Progress at the jails

toothbrushes. Inmates alsoraised
concerns about medical needs
and about what precipitates the
use of force.

The inmates explained that a
key code of conduct within the
jails involves respect. If an inmate
is not respectful to other inmates,
a violent consequence can be ex-
pected. This helps explain why a
third of all deputy force used inthe
jails involves breaking up fights
between inmates. Disrespectful
conduct by deputies has also led
to the use of force, and that is
something we can't tolerate. Our
core values prohibit disrespectful
behavior toward all people.

A report on jail
violence ignores the
reforms we’ve made
at county facilities.

My jail managers and I also
met with 100 deputies who have
used force in their dealings with
inmates. In small groups, each
deputy explained why he or she re-
sorted to force and made sugges-
tions for preventing such inci-
dents in the future. One practice
cited as sometimes leading to the
use of force on the part of deputies
was taking groups of high-risk in-
mates out of their cells so a nurse
couldissue pillsin ahallway. Thave
changed that practice. Inmates
now remain in their cells during
pill call, which has solved one of
the problems that sometimes led
to the use of force.

Another practice we have
changed after speaking with jail
personnelis that of allowing depu-
ties without training in mental
health issues to escort declassi-
fied mental health inmates back
to the old Central Jail. In the past,
that has sometimes led to force

being used on inmates who re-
sisted walking and cooperating. I
have issued an order that only
deputies trained in handling men-
tally ill inmates may be assigned
to escort former patients to their
new jail assignments.

To expand dialogue between
inmates and deputies, I have

‘ formed a Commanders Manage-

ment Task Force. And to make
sure deputies are ready to serve in
the jails, we have increased cus-
tody training for new deputies
from two to four weeks. T have also
written and implemented a force
prevention policy, and have insti-
tuted new and improved training
for all Central Jail deputies on us-
ing force, This training soon will
be expanded to all jails.

Finally, I have assigned 19 addi-
tional sergeants to Central Jail,
andIhavedirected alljailcaptains
to hold weekly town hall meetings
with inmates to keep abreast of
new problems and their solutions.

These new efforts come on top
of years of work to improve our
jails. For example, in the belief
that people who are incarcerated
need to learn how to live a positive
life and expand their potential as
human beings, our jails now offer
a variety of self-improvement
classes to more than 6,000 in-
mates.

As the county’s elected sheriff,
I will take responsibility for any
proven allegations involving ex-
cessive force in the jails. We are
still investigating whether these
allegations are valid, But I don't
need proof to seize the opportuni-
ty for instituting holistic reforms
of ourjail culture that will improve
life for deputies, inmates, profes-
sional staff, managers and the
hundreds of volunteers who help
us on a daily basis. I am deter-
mined to make our jail system the
least violent in the nation.

LeEE Baca has been sheriff of Los
Angeles County since 1998.
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